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John Brandon

The Charts
When Curt woke up, he hurried to the kitchen table. Napping was on
the LAZY chart. The punishment was driving a great distance, through
boredom and fatigue and the hypnosis of the yellow
The punishment
for napping was staying awake. He’d slept for twenty minutes,
sitting up, but a nap was a nap. Curt didn’t have to be back at the plant
until eleven the next night, so he had time to do this punishment right.
Missing work was on the chart labeled IRRESPONSIBLE.
Curt had drawn up his charts after nearly killing a girl in Missouri. In
the weeks following the incident, in order to read about the girl in The Daily
Girardeaun, Curt had driven to a huge bookstore in the next county that
sold undercooked brownies and thousands of
He’d been relieved the
girl pulled through, but disappointed she thought his name was Kirk. She
described Curt to the police, and they dispersed a sketch that was a thick
neck, bushy-eyebrow version of him. Curt was wanted—not very badly, it
seemed.
Curt proceeded to the rear of the store, where photographs were taken.
He would send his brother an 8x10 of his portrait, along with a handwritten
letter, as he did each month. Neglecting to do so was on the BAD SIBLING
chart, while primping his hair or dressing up for the pictures was on the
VANITY chart.
Betsy, the picture lady, wasn’t there. Instead, a bothered woman with
frizzy blond hair stood behind the desk, squeezing a phone. The people
waiting were huffy. The blond woman put the phone down, and it rang
again. The lady at the head of the line, whose posture upheld a neat gray
suit, sighed and looked around for sympathy.
Curt waited and waited, and then an Asian family who had an
appointment showed up. Curt signed up to go after them. He wandered
the store, figuring how long his trip would take, making sure he’d be back in
time for work. Something in him
light, felt grateful to have finally
broken a rule and gotten this opportunity for discipline. He flipped through
magazines, learning about the beliefs of movie stars. One magazine had a
story about a string of forest fires that had been set in the Southeast. It
occurred to Curt that never in his life had he enjoyed a magazine. There
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wasn’t one that was for him. His brother had once told him, “Not reading at
all is better than reading casually.” Steven
for these remarks. He was an
artist. He thought up about one idea a year, and this seemed to be enough.
Curt had seen one of his brother’s exhibits once. It was a room full of
objects made out of insect wings, and there was an actor in the room. The
actor sat there feeding butterflies to a big iguana. Curt had heard about
other ones—something involving the shoes of sick children, something where
frogs mated inside teacups. Steven survived on
and grants and
small prizes, and this was charming to people. Being poor, for Curt, meant
he was a loser, while Steven wore his lack of money like a badge of honor.
And Steven did well with girls, another reason Curt disliked him. Curt
had only ever had one girlfriend, a tan soccer player with wide-set eyes. He’d
been sixteen. She went to the big high school in Dumry, the county seat.
Curt had met her at a poetry reading he’d accidentally walked into. While
they were dating, he’d done everything he could to please her but always felt
a step behind. She had a nice car and knew a lot about the history of rock
music. One day she returned from a three-day trip she’d taken to a big city
and told Curt they’d grown apart. She convinced him that acting mature
about the breakup, coolly moving on with life, was the thing to do.
months before Curt’s nap, he had gone to Cape Girardeau, a river
town on the Eastern border of Missouri, for a hair-metal revival. Warrant
headlined; Vince Neil had a new band; C.C. from Poison. It was a festival of
low grade, with a predictable freak show on a side stage. Curt found a bar
set up under a cluster of pine trees and had a few beers. The bar filled up.
Guys in ball caps bought drinks for the pale girls. The girls talked with their
hands and nodded. One girl was alone, holding a beer with two hands,
staring at a darkening field. She wore a man’s dress shirt and had a stud in
her tongue, which she tapped with her finger. Curt finished his beer and
ordered another, then decided he could go talk to the girl. He could go start
a friendly conversation. He approached her with his hand out, and she shook
it. Her name was Lynn. Curt wanted to buy her a blue cocktail some of the
other girls were drinking, but he couldn’t remember what it was called. He
asked Lynn what band she’d come to see, and Lynn chuckled.
“All of them,” she said. “I don’t know why they cut their hair. Can you
have hair-metal without hair?”
Curt thought to say, “Times change.”
“A little bit,” said Lynn. “The number of the year changes.”
Lynn’s mouth was stunning. She had a deep voice, the voice of an old
woman who’d seen everything. Curt wanted to talk to her forever. He
wanted to talk to her about all the places they could go, all the states he’d
never been to.
“How old are you?” Curt asked her.
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“I’m getting up there,” she said.
A wind blew through the bar, colder than anyone expected. A couple
guys gave their coats over to the girls they were with. Curt didn’t have a
coat.
“Walk me back by the stage?” Lynn offered.
They strolled through a forest area with little underbrush. Lynn said she
went to junior college for ceramics and worked at a movie theater in an
outlet mall. She lived with her older sister who was a social worker. The
sister’s husband, a water-skiing instructor, never stayed home more than a
week. He spent a lot of time at a big lake in Arizona. Curt said that was
wrong. He lied and told Lynn the reason he worked nights was because his
brother Steven was handicapped and needed a lot of help during the day.
Curt tried to make something out of the fact that he and Lynn had both
attended junior college, but she was unimpressed. When he finished his beer,
he didn’t throw his cup on the ground. He was drunk, he supposed. Lynn’s
beer was almost full still.
You seem too young for this music,” Curt said.
“I am.” Lynn squinted. “Too young to enjoy it, anyway.”
“You’d like it if you grew up with it.”
“I don’t like anything I grew up with.”
Curt stared at her.
“I came here with my friends,” she said. “They came because nothing
happens in this town.”
“You know, lots of things people call a fad, it’s really the opposite.
Calling it a fad is a fad. You should remember that.”
They walked, Curt trying to feel that it was natural he was spending time
with this woman, that it was no big deal, a casual and fun time, but his ears
were burning with nerves. The air was souring. He noticed Lynn was
veering their path back toward the crowds. She’d probably, that quickly,
realized she didn’t like Curt.
“I like your tongue ring,” he told her. “It really picks up light.”
“I’m going to take it out.” Her voice had softened. It wasn’t an old
lady’s anymore. She looked sidelong at Curt. “I got it because a girl that
looked just like me had one, and hers looked good.”
“Your boyfriend like it?”
“I hope so. He paid for it.”
Curt was sure Lynn had checked out on him. He wasn’t her type. He
wasn’t anyone’s type. Blood roiled in his brain. Lynn probably didn’t have a
boyfriend. She was lying. If she did have a boyfriend, Curt could picture the
guy. He would wear the correct type of sunglasses and would always be on
the phone with someone. He would listen to music where guys with beards
whispered about being misunderstood. Lynn’s boyfriend, if he existed,
owned a bunch of scarves.
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“What kind of person do you think your boyfriend is?” Curt asked.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“He cheats on you. That’s what I mean.”
Lynn’s face was defiant, but she didn’t say anything.
“Sorry to break it to you.”
“How the fuck would you know?”
“Girls like you get protected. Everybody says, 'She’s so spunky. She’s a
spitfire.’ You got a boyfriend, but you’ll go on walks with anybody who
asks.”
“I asked you to go for a walk.”
“I’m explaining this as a favor.” Curt felt dizzy. He was unhinged, and
there was nothing he could do about it. “Your boyfriend cheats on you, and
if I was him, I’d do the
thing.”
Lynn’s eyes swelled with fear. She dropped her cup, the beer splashing
up out of it, and headed toward a clump of people a football field away. “I’ll
find my way,” she said.
Curt crunched his cup into a disc and tossed it. “Are you
of some
honest conversation?” he asked. “Let’s talk about
problems.”
That was all Lynn was going to say. She was walking as if it were
ise, getting away from Curt, until he grabbed her arm and jerked her to
a stop. Her
arm was skinny but somehow
hell?
walk,soft. There was nothing to her.
Her flesh was like a peach’s.
“What the
” She squirmed out of his grasp and took a step to run,
sit,
but Curt got her around the waist, gathering her in like a straightjacket. Her
face was alive now. She wasn’t cool like before. Her scream came out all air,
and Curt covered her mouth and put her on the ground. She didn’t try and
bite him. She huffed through her nose and blinked hard. Curt let her
mouth free, and she didn’t scream. She wasn’t going to panic, Curt could
see. She was going to try and handle this crisis.
“I like you,” she said. “We took a fun
but now my ride’s leaving,
and I have to go find it.”
“They won’t leave without you.”
“No shit, they’ll search the place for me.”
“Just
Lynn. This is
favorite part of the day, when you know
night is finally coming.”
“Yeah, it’s called dusk.”
Curt looked at Lynn, at the soft spots behind her ears. “That’s all
anyone wants to be anymore,” he said. “A smart-ass.”
Curt released Lynn except for her hand. She sat cross-legged, her face
stony.
“The breeze is nice,” Curt said.
He rubbed her hand. There was polish on all but one of the nails. He
asked why, but she wouldn’t answer. She pulled a cigarette from the pocket
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of her shirt and lit it, then blew smoke straight out in front of her. Curt
didn’t know what to say. He’d already screwed all of this up. He was doing
something that was wrong, and he at least wanted it to be worthwhile. He
tried to think of more conversation topics and drew a blank. He felt he was
watching himself from above, hearing the echoes of his thoughts.
A woman’s worn laugh came from somewhere behind them. Curt
snatched the cigarette from Lynn and put it out, covering her mouth again.
He held her close. There was a man’s voice, too. Curt pulled Lynn behind
some bushes gathered at the base of a pine tree and waited. Soon the man
and woman were close enough to be heard clearly. “Mike said you said I was
intermittently mature.” “No,” said the man. “Never did I say that.” Lynn
put a burst of energy into kicking at the bushes. There was a moment where
she almost got the upper hand. Curt’s panic was like something stuck in his
throat, something he had to clear in order to breath. He gathered his
leverage and whipped Lynn onto her back. Her head thudded against a root,
a muted but sickening sound. She went heavy under his forearm. She even
looked heavy. Her limp legs looked like
what they were, meat attached
to bones. She was quiet
still, and Curt wished she would squirm. He
didn’t hear the couple for a minute, then they passed close, crunching little
pinecones under their feet, and then they were gone. Curt shook Lynn and
spoke her name. Her breathing was gurgled. There was blood, and Curt
could smell it as well as he could see it. He pulled her eyes open and her
eyeballs bobbed and wheeled. It all felt like it had to be happening to
someone else, to some other people in some other state. Curt rested Lynn’s
head on a wad of damp pine needles and stalked blindly toward the parking
lot, looking down at his hands. There was one tiny smear of blood on Curt’s
left palm. That’s all that marked him.
He took his week of vacation to slump at home, a worthless scumbag,
drinking gallons of milk and sleeping in snatches, the details of the incident
growing and receding in his mind, dreamlike, attached to hollow riffs. The
whole incident had seemed remote as it happened to Curt, and now it
seemed it had occurred in a whole different lifetime. And Curt knew why. It
was because he was too weak to face what he’d done. Curt became aware
that he’d been too indulgent with himself. He had allowed himself to believe
that the world might give a shit about him. The world didn’t owe him a
thing; it didn’t owe him a girl like Lynn. Curt’s indulgences were rampant,
from the way he ate to the way he spent his off hours to the things he
dreamed about, and so he put a system in place. The nap was his first
violation. He now had to drive to the Atlantic Ocean and back, to where
there was nowhere left to drive. He couldn’t give himself a break on the
punishment. There was too much weakness in him.

► 120

Published by eGrove, 2010

5
exactly

Yalobusha Review, Vol. 15 [2010], Art. 35
Yalobusha Review

***
The land holding the interstate is jarred a crisp, brittle yellow because of
a freeze. The sun magnifies off every surface, its rays getting past Curt’s
visor no matter how he positions it. The muscles of Curt’s upper back knot,
and his armpits
Curt’s hands and feet feel dumb. He sits with correct
posture for a stretch against the vinyl bench seat of his pickup. Southern
Illinois is flat and without vegetation. Only hay. Infrequent trees seem to
have been planted for a joke. There are mile markers and mile markers.
Curt switches from an even interstate to an odd. He keeps mashing his
tongue between his molars, tasting blood. He fills a cup with spit, then
throws the cup out the window, where it
red on the road.
manmade lake separates Illinois from Kentucky. A sign at the crest of
the bridge says Kentucky is the state where education pays. Curt gets a
headache and decides it will be okay to stop for Tylenol. In the convenience
store, he lingers at the magazines. One has flames on the cover. It reads,
GEORGIA AND S. CAROLINA UP IN SMOKE. Curt hopes there will be
something left of South Carolina by the time he gets there. He can’t
imagine the arsonists. He can’t put thoughts in their heads or skin on their
bones. He
water and Tylenol and leaves the store. Kentucky is packed
with cops, which doesn’t matter to Curt because he never breaks the speed
limit.

He’s still in Kentucky when the sun begins to set. He takes off his
watch. He looks in his rearview and the sun keeps ducking and bobbing up
at every hill, like it doesn’t want to give in. Curt has no radio. For much of
the trip, the lack of music has been welcome, so the hours wouldn’t be sliced
into three-minute slivers, but now Curt longs for the singing of a woman, a
woman with no approved language letting her voice ring.
After a flurry of outlet malls, he hits Tennessee. It’s black out. The mile
markers come less often now. Truckers slow in the right lane. Little
waterfalls are frozen, pisscolored. Curt’s tongue is still bleeding. He’s into a
routine of saving up for five minutes, then opening the window and spitting.
Curt drives past what seem like the same mountain and same lake over and
over. A sign says Georgia is glad it’s on Curt’s mind, but Georgia isn’t on
the planned route. His momentum seems too great to stop and figure things
out. And in five minutes, without changing direction, he re-enters
Tennessee. He screams in bursts. The whole point of his trip is to face his
weakness, to make his transgressions immediate, to bring his deeds into
focus, but everything that happens, his every thought, everything he casts his
eyes upon,
more remote than ever. He knows he must be hitting new
moments all the time, but he can’t feel them.
Some breakfast sandwiches Curt ate long ago still
in the upper part of
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his digestive tract. He pulls into a gas station and contemplates throwing up.
It sounds like an ordeal. Instead he buys a forty-four ounce
Pepper, to
wash the sandwiches down, and pushes into North Carolina, watching
daydreams as plodding as a slide show. Curt sees his supervisor at the plant.
His supervisor always greets him enthusiastically, gripping Curt’s shoulder.
Sometimes he
lunch with Curt. He believes the way he treats Curt
makes him a good person, and Curt could kill him for this. And Steven,
acting humble in his practiced way. Steven’s last exhibit was half of a cabin.
The other half was supposed to be up in the woods somewhere, in Alaska. It
wasn’t, though. Steven had told Curt there was a placard at the museum
claiming that the rest of the cabin could be found and used
anyone who
cared to go out in the untamed woods. Steven had never been to Alaska.
He’d never been in
wilderness. It was a trick, a joke. Steven’s life was a
series of practical jokes, while Curt’s was getting more serious by the hour.
Curt sees Lynn, grinning tolerantly. It angers him that the police didn’t put
effort into her case. He isn’t practiced at crime and hadn’t covered his
tracks. Lynn is a noteworthy girl who anyone would be lucky to talk to.
Curt wonders if she will forget him altogether. He wonders why, at the
concert, she’d been sitting alone, why he was right there when she needed
company. He can’t recall why she freaked out on him, can’t remember where
the night went wrong.

Curt’s toes are freezing, soaked with sweat. He takes off his shoes and
socks. The idea of automobiles grows strange. Curt says aloud, “I am in a
metal sitting box mounted above four tires that spin fast enough to move the
sitting box across regions of the country. I am forced to make payments to a
huge company on the off chance my sitting box gets damaged or damages
another sitting box.” Curt tries to think of a song and cannot. He knows no
songs. He skirts a series of soft valleys that run away from the interstate, and
he looks down into each, drifting off the pavement.
The
markers stop. Curt has gotten himself onto an unapproved
road. He pulls onto the shoulder to relieve himself. The trees begin far from
the pavement, beyond a hundred yards of
that’s sharp under Curt’s bare
feet. If he looks away from the trees, it sounds like they’re in flames. When
he looks back, the noise stops. He wonders if this is a trick of the wind or if
he’s near the fire. It’s the wee hours. There’s a moon
casting a pall on
Curt. He unzips and shudders, spits red. He is still pissing when he turns his
head and sees a police car back in front of his pickup. The cop’s interior light
is on. The cop looks like a bar of
and patiently stares at Curt, who
decides to keep wetting down the brambles until his body is comfortable. The
cop calls to him, but Curt faces the woods and doesn’t respond. He hears the
cop’s door shut. The guy keeps trying to get his attention, creeping closer.
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“Everything okay, pal?” he says. “I need to see what you’re doing
there.”
Curt is nearly finished.
“That your truck?”
The cop asks to see his hands. Curt knows that explaining anything is
pointless. The cop won’t care that Curt hasn’t sped once his entire trip. The
cop won’t understand that the whole point of the trip is to keep Curt in line.
“Relax,” the cop tells him.
“I guess this isn’t an approved spot to go to the bathroom,” Curt says.
“I guess by emptying
bladder I’m breaking a bunch of laws.”
“Nobody’s saying that. Nobody’s saying anything.”
“I bet you’re fully approved to hassle people.”
The wind blows the cop’s smell over Curt—lather and sugar. He
wonders if a gun is drawn on him. Curt hopes the cop thinks he’s one of the
arsonists. He hopes the cop is thinking he hit the jackpot.
“I’ve done something a lot worse than pissing in the open air,” Curt
says.
“That’s okay,” the cop says. “Go ahead and zip up and we’ll talk it
over.”
Curt does so. He zips his pants. He can’t bear to look at the cop, can’t
bear to turn around. He wants to do something courageous. He wants to
do something difficult and obviously right. He’s never known what that
might be. He wants to find the fire and burn in it. He wants to hurt
someone who has it coming. Or maybe he doesn’t want to do anything.
Maybe he just wants to go to jail. Maybe he’ll let this cop decide what to do
with him and whatever the cop decides will be the best thing.
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